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Health and retirement benefits:
data from two BLS surveys

Both the household-based Current Population Survey

and the establishment-based Employee Benefits Survey

have strengths and limitations with respect to collecting
information on health and retirement benefits. demographic
information is best obtained from household surveys,

details of benefit plans are best collected from establishments

ployee benefits are an important aspect
B job quality. In assessing the quality of
ifferent types of jobs, workers, employ-
ers, and researchers often consider benefitsalong
with other characteristics of jobs, such as pay,
job security, job safety, and the type of work in-
volved.! Many employers are concerned about
the cost of benefits, which compose 28 percent
of compensation costs for employersin the pri-
vate sector and Stateand |ocal governments.2 Pub-
lic policymakersal so frequently focuson employee
benefits. For example, many observers have ex-
pressed concern in recent years about the num-
ber of Americanswho lack health insurance. In
response, policymakers have debated whether
universal health coverage should be a national
goal. Central to that debate aretherole employer-
provided health insurance plays in the current
health care system and what roleit might play in
any proposed new system. Employer-provided
retirement plans also have been the subject of
public policy discussions. As the baby-boom
generation—the huge cohort of Americansborn
between 1946 and 1964—approaches retirement
age, concern has arisen about whether Social Se-
curity and private pension plans can withstand
the strain of providing retirement income to so
many people.®
Clearly, having accurate information on em-
ployee benefitsisimportant for workers, employ-
ers, and public policymakers.* Two BLs surveys
provide estimates of participation in employee
benefits plans: the Current Population Survey

(cps) and the Employee Benefits Survey (Ess).
The cps is a monthly survey of 50,000 house-
holdsfrom which information is obtained on em-
ployment, unemployment, demographics, earn-
ings, and more. The cps is jointly conducted by
the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Bureau of
the Census. The ess obtains data from establish-
ments on the number of participantsin avariety
of employee benefits plans and the detailed pro-
visions of those plans. The essis being incorpo-
rated into the National Compensation Survey,
which, when fully integrated, will provide meas-
ures of occupational earnings, trendsin compen-
sation costs, and participation in, and details of,
benefit plans.®

Thisarticle comparesinformation that the ces
and ess provide on two of the most important
categories of benefits: health and retirement
plans. According to the crs, 66 percent of full-
timeworkersin the private sector participated in
ahealth plan provided by their employer in 1995.
Theessindicatesthat 71 percent of full-time pri-
vate-sector workers participated in an employer-
provided health plan. The gap between the two
surveys is greater in regard to participation in
retirement plans: the cps indicates that 49 per-
cent of full-timeworkersin the private sector par-
ticipated in an employer-provided retirement plan
in 1995; the comparable figure from the ees is
60 percent.

Thematerial that followsisintended asaguide
for researchers, public policymakers, and others
to understand the strengths and limitations of crs
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and ess data on employee benefits. Among the topics examined
are differences in estimates derived from the two surveys and
possible reasonsfor inconsi stencies between them. Thetypes of
information that each survey provides also are described.

Data on prevalence of benefits

Although the cesisamonthly survey, it does not include ques-
tions each month on employee benefits. Rather, supplemen-
tary questions on benefits have appeared periodically in the
cps since the early 1970s. cps supplementary surveys on em-
ployer-provided benefitswere conducted in April 1972, in May
of 1979, 1983, and 1988, and in April 1993.° There are no
current plans to repeat those surveys, but questions on health
and retirement benefits were included in cps supplements on
workers in contingent and alternative employment arrange-
ments conducted in February of 1995, 1997, and 1999. The
supplementary questions were asked of all employed persons
covered in the cps. The employee benefits data from the Feb-
ruary 1999 crs are not yet available, so the sectionsthat follow
examine data from the February 1995 and 1997 surveys. The
annual demographic supplement to the cps, conducted each
March, a so contains health insurance questions, but thefocus
of those questions is coverage from any source, rather than
employer-provided coverage. Hence, the March cps data are
not analyzed in thisarticle.”

The ess is actualy three different surveys. In odd-num-
bered years, “medium and large” private-sector establish-
ments—those with 100 or moreworkers—have been surveyed.
In even-numbered years, “small” private-sector establish-
ments—those with fewer than 100 empl oyees—have been sur-
veyed, as have State and local governments. The analysisthat
follows combines data from the two private-sector surveys—
1994 for small establishmentsand 1995 for medium and large
establishments—to produce estimatesfor thetotal private sec-
tor. Datafrom the 1994 survey of Stateand local governments
are combined with data pertaining to the total private sector
to provide measures of the entire economy (excluding Fed-
eral employees).

Theess excludesworkersin the Federal Government, agri-
cultural workers, self-employed persons, family memberswho
work without pay in family-owned businesses, workersin pri-
vate households, and some workers in religious and not-for-
profit organizations. Such workers are included in the cps. In
order to compare cps and ees dataon participation in employer-
provided health and retirement plans, it is necessary to ex-
clude from the cps tabulations as many workers as possible
who are outside the scope of the ess. For this reason, the cps
estimates examined in this article generally will include wage
and salary workers in the private, nonagricultural sector and
in State and local governments. Excluded are Federal employ-
ees, workersin agriculture, all self-employed persons (regard-
less of whether their businesses are incorporated), independ-

4 Monthly Labor Review March 2000

ent contractors, and unpaid family workers.

The analysis focuses primarily on full-time workers, al-
though benefit coverage for part-time workers is discussed
briefly. The two surveys define “full time” and “part time”
differently. IntheEess, respondent establishmentsusetheir own
criteria to determine who is considered to be a full- or part-
time employee. In the cps, anyone who usually works at least
35 hours per week is considered afull-time worker, and those
who work fewer than 35 hours are part time.

Why two surveys on benefits?

Many readersmay ask why it isnecessary to havetwo surveys
that collect information on participation in employee benefit
plans. Thereasonisthat household and establishment surveys
often complement each other, because each has different
strengths and limitations. Household surveys are better
equipped to obtaininformation onworkers’ demographic char-
acteristics, such astheir age, sex, race, and marital status. This
information typically isnot collected in establishment surveys,
because some employers may not keep such records of their
employeesor, if employers have such information, it may not
be organized in away that is easy to report for asurvey.®

Establishment survey respondentstypically providemorere-
liable information than household respondents do on some top-
ics, such asthe number of hoursfor whichaworker ispaid or the
industry of theestablishment. Information ontheindustry inwhich
workers are employed is collected each month in the cps. For
broad industry categories, the ces employment estimates gener-
aly arecons stent with those obtai ned from establishment sources.
For moredetailedindustry groups, however, crs respondents may
find it difficult to provide precise information on their employ-
ers activities, products, or services.®

Establishmentsalso furnish morereliableinformation than
households do on the details of employer-provided benefit
plans and the employers' costs for providing those benefits.
Individuals may not have sufficient knowledge of their health
or retirement plans to describe the types of plans or their pro-
visions accurately. Response errors may be even more likely
when proxy responses are allowed, as they arein the cps. In
the cps, one person in a sampled household typically answers
questions about himself or herself (self-responses) and every-
one else in the household (proxy responses). Self-responses
are thought to be more reliabl e than proxy responses, because
people naturally can provide more precise information about
themselves than about other people in the household, even if
thoseothersare closefamily members.®® A variety of presurvey
testing procedures can help to identify and prevent problems
that cps respondents, whether providing self- or proxy re-
sponses, might have in answering questions. Even with such
testing, however, the cps often cannot provide information on
benefit plans that is as precise as ess data. The Ess is more
likely to obtain accurate information about benefit plans be-



Comparing the cps and EBs: what information does each survey provide?
Type of information EBS | CPS I;/?/g\\ll(i:(?essurr]\q/ grye
reliable data?
General information
DemographiCinfOrmMation ..........ccvcvieiesiese s No | Yes | Only cpsprovides
INAUSLRY INFOMMBLION ... s e e enens Yes | Yes | Both have strengthst
Occupational INFOrMAaLTON ........ccueveeeeieere e Yes | Yes | Both havestrengthst
Union membership Yes | Yes | Eachdefinesdifferently
Establishment size Yes | Yes? EBS
FUll- and part-time SLAtUS ......cceeereeererie e see e e e e e e enes Yes | Yes | Eachdefinesdifferently
Health benefits
Participation in employer-provided plan .........ccoccooviviieieninncn s Yes | Yes EBS
Employee eligibility, regardless of participation ............ccocvevvvnienievenceniesesenens No | Yes® | Only cpsprovides
Health coverage from sources other than one’s own employer .........ccccevveenenee. No | Yes' | Only cpsprovides
Employee premiums, deductibles, copayments, and coinsurance ............ccoceevenee. Yes | No | Only EBS provides
Type of health plan (fee for service, PPO, HMO) ..... Yes | No | Only EBs provides
Specific types of health services covered by plan Yes | No | Only EBs provides
Retirement benefits
Participation in employer-provided plan ..o Yes | Yes EBS
Employee eligibility, regardliess of participation ..........ccccceeeveeeieereeceeiesceeceeene No | Yes | Only cpsprovides
Type of retirement plan (defined benefit or defined contribution) Yes | Yes® EBS
Defined-benefit plan formula..........cceoeeoeeeeeencescecse e Yes | No | Only EBs provides
Specific type of defined-contribution plan ........ccccceceveiecccce s Yes | Yesb EBS
Age and service requirements for normal- and early-retirement eligibility .......... Yes | No | Only EBs provides
Eligibility and benefit levelsfor disability retirement .........c.ccooeveevecvceccceene, Yes | No | Only EBs provides
Employer contributions to defined-contribution plans .........cccccecvvevvevcenevcseiene Yes | Yes® EBS
Coordination of defined-benefit plan paymentswith Socia Security .................. Yes | No | Only EBS provides
VEStiNG SCNEAUIES ..ottt s e e ne e eseenesnennens Yes | No | Only EBs provides
SUNVIVOE DENEFITS ...cveiciecee ettt sre e s s sbe s b abesbeens Yes | No | Only EBS provides
! The es classifies industries and occupations somewhat more accu- 3 The May 1988, April 1993, and February 1995 and 1997 cps supple-
rately, but because the cps has a much larger sample size, itisableto pro-  ments included questions on eligibility to participate in employer-pro-
vide more industry and occupational detail. vided health plans, but the May 1979 and 1983 cps supplements did not.
2 _The February_1995 and_1997 CPs suppl ements did not include any 4 The May 1988, April 1993, and February 1995 and 1997 cps supple-
questions on establishment size or firm size. The cps supplement con-  ments included questions on health coverage from sources other than one's
ducted in May 1972 included questions on esta_bllshment size—that is, gwn employer, but the May 1979 and 1983 cps supplements did not.
the number of people who work at the same location as respondents to the
o 1965 and Aprl 1993 aad Inolued cuesions on esebishment sze, ___°The May 1985 and April 1993 ces supplements ncluded questions
In addition, those supplements included questions on whether the em- on the type of retirement plan and the employer sco_ntr|but|on totheplan,
ployer operated at more than one location and, if so, how many people Pt the February 1995 and 1997 cps supplements did not.
worked at all locations. Survey researchers havelong considered responses
to these questions to have poor accuracy, because many respondents to ® The April 1993 cps supplement included questions on specific types
the cps and other household surveysare unlikely to know how many people  of defined-contribution plans, but the February 1995 and 1997 cps supple-
work for the employers of household members. ments did not.
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cause the data are obtained from plan brochuresthat establish-
ments provide to sLs data collectors.* (See exhibit 1 for a
summary of the data provided by the cPs and EBS.) Estimates
of health benefits coverage from both surveys are discussed
next, followed by an examination of retirement coverage.

Health benefits

cpsdataon healthinsurance. The cps employee benefits sur-
veys, conducted in April 1972, May of 1979, 1983, and 1988,
and April 1993, included questions on workers' health insur-
ance coverage. No analysis of the health insurance data from
the 1972 survey was published, and an electronic datafileis
no longer availablefor research, so trendsthat can bereviewed
arethosein health benefit coverage from 1979 forward.*? The
May 1979 and 1983 crs supplements simply asked respond-
entswhether they wereincluded in ahealth insurance plan on
their present job. From that information, researchers calcu-
lated plan participation rates (also called coverage rates). By
April 1993, the supplement had expanded to include questions
on eligibility for insurance, insurance coverage from sources
other than one’'s own employer, and reasons eligible employ-
ees did not participate in a health insurance plan offered by
their employer.:

Information on health insurance coverage al so wascollected
in the February 1995, 1997, and 1999 cps supplements on
workersin contingent and alternative work arrangements. Al-
though empl oyee benefitswere not the primary subject of these
supplements, questions on health and retirement benefitswere
included to provide information about the quality of jobsheld
by workersin all types of employment arrangements, includ-
ing those in traditional arrangements, contingent or “tempo-
rary” arrangements, and alternative arrangements—such as
independent contractors, employees of temporary help firms,
and on-call workers. As mentioned previously, the employee
benefits datafrom the February 1999 crs are not yet available,
so only datafrom the February 1995 and 1997 surveyswill be
examined.

Respondents to the foregoing February cps supplementary
guestions were asked if employed members of their house-
hold had health insurance from any source. Respondents who
replied affirmatively were asked if the employeesreceived the
health insurance from their own empl oyer (including atempo-
rary-help agency or acontract company). If they did, they were
asked if their employer paid for al, part, or none of the cover-
age.”* Those who reported that they did not receive coverage
from their employer were asked to name the source of their
health insurance. This question gave respondents a second
chance to report coverage from their employer, as well asto
report coverage from aspouse's or other family member’sin-
surance, from other current or previous jobs, from medicare
or medicaid, from insurance the worker purchased privately,
or from some other source.
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For workers who had no health insurance or who partici-
pated in a plan from a source other than their own employer,
survey respondents were asked if the employer offered aplan
and whether the worker was eligible to participatein it. If the
worker had been eligible, the respondent was asked why the
worker did not participate in the empl oyer-sponsored plan.

Despite the different wording of questions between the cps
employee benefit supplements and the cps contingent-worker
supplements, the surveys found similar results. Two-thirds of
wage and salary workers (public and private sector combined)
had health insurance from their own employer in May 1979,
1983, and 1988. The proportion declined to 61 percent by April
1993. Rates of coverage computed using data from the Febru-
ary 1995 and 1997 cps supplements were about the same—60
percent in both periods.

Full-timeworkersare much morelikely than part-timework-
ers to participate in an employer-provided health insurance
plan. In February 1995 and 1997, about 70 percent of full-
time wage and salary workers were enrolled in a plan offered
by their employer, compared with only 16 percent of part-time
workers. The proportion of full-time workers participating in
employer-provided health plans fell between 1979 and 1993
and was essentially unchanged after that. Rates of coverage
for part-time workers changed little throughout the 1979-97
period, asthe following tabulation of the percent of wage and
salary workers participating in an employer-sponsored health
plan shows:

Total Full time Parttime

1979 ... 66 75 16
1983 ... 66 75 17
1988 .............. 65 74 15
1993 ... 61 71 16
1995 ... 60 70 16
1997 ... 60 70 16

Becausethe cps collectsinformati on from empl oyeesrather
than employers, it is possible to obtain information on health
insurance that empl oyees receive from sources other than their
own employer, such asothers' health plans. Asshownintable
1, in February 1997, 79 percent of full-time, private-sector,
nonagricultural wage and salary workers were eligible to re-
ceive health insurance from their employers. Another 15 per-
cent were not eligible for coverage, and the remaining 7 per-
cent did not provide information on eligibility.> Eligibility
rates were much lower for part-time workers. twenty-eight
percent were eligible to participatein their employer’s health
plan in February 1997.

Of the 58.7 million full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural
wage and salary workers who were eligible to receive health
insurance coverage from their employer in February 1997, 84
percent elected to do so. Another 8 percent of eligibleworkers
chose to receive coverage through a plan of a spouse or an-
other family member. Less than 2 percent received coverage



from another source, such as an individually purchased plan.
About 6 percent were not covered by any health insurance,
despite being dligibleto receive coveragefromtheir employer.
The primary reason reported for not being in the employer’s
plan wasthat it was too expensive.

Eleven million full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural
wage and salary workers were not eligible to participate in
their employer’s health insurance plan. About 39 percent of
these workers participated in a health plan from some other
source. Theremaining 61 percent, 6.7 million workers, had no
health insurance coverage at all. (Seetable 1.)

The February 1997 cps supplement found that, among full-
time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage and salary workers,
employed men and women were about equally likely to be
eligiblefor employer-provided health insurance. Asshownin
table 1, just under 8in 10 in each group had the option of such
coverage at the time of the survey. Among those who were
eligible, men were more likely than women to accept cover-
age from their employers—87 percent compared with 80 per-
cent. Women were morelikely than men to be covered by their
spouse’'sor another family member’ sinsurance. Among work-
erswho were not eligible for health insurance from their em-
ployers, men were more likely than women to have no cover-
ageat al. (Seetable 1.)

Health insurance eligibility and coverageincrease with age.

In February 1997, about 45 percent of full-time, private-sec-
tor, nonagricultural wage and salary workers aged 16 to 19
were eligible for coverage from their employers, and a quar-
ter of teens employed full time actually participated in their
employers’ health plan. (Table 2 providesinformation on plan
participation, but not on eligibility.) Eligibility increased to
65 percent for those aged 20 to 24, and half of the group par-
ticipated. Eight in 10 workers aged 25 and older wereeligible
for, and 7in 10 participated in, employer-provided plans. Rates
were somewhat lower for persons aged 65 and ol der, but near-
ly dl persons in this group receive hospital and medical
insurance through medicare, regardless of whether they are
employed.’®

eBs estimates of employer-provided health insurance. Accord-
ingtotheess, medical care benefitsare provided to dmost three-
fourths of thefull-time civilian workersin the private sector and
Stateand loca governments. Participation ratesare higher among
State and local government workers (87 percent) than those in
the private sector (71 percent). Within the private sector, em-
ployees of medium and large establishments are more likely to
participate in ahealth insurance plan (77 percent) than are those
working in small establishments (66 percent).

cpsand ess data on health coverage. ess estimates of health

IELCHM crs estimates of health coverage for full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage and salary workers, by source
of coverage, February 1997
[Numbers in thousands]
Coverage Total Men Women
Total @MPIOYEM .....ooiiieiieeeee e 74,677 43,615 31,062
Eligible for employer-provided health plan ...... 58,700 34,396 24,304
Receive health coverage from any source .... 55,373 32,424 22,949
Receive coverage from employer .........c.cooveeiieeiieeieeiiee e 49,421 29,997 19,424
Receive coverage from spouse’s or other family member’s plan 4,930 1,842 3,088
Receive coverage from some other SOUrce ...........ccccovvvvicveenenns 1,022 585 437
Not covered by any health plan ... 3,327 1,972 1,355
Not eligible for employer-provided health plan ................... 10,984 6,258 4,726
Receive health coverage from source other than emplo 4,282 2,151 2,131
Not covered by any health plan ..o 6,702 4,108 2,594
Eligibility for employer-provided health plan unknown ............cccccooceiiienennienieenen, 4,993 2,961 2,032
Total employed (percent diStribUiON) ............cooveiiiiiieii e 100 100 100
Eligible for employer-provided health plan ...... 79 79 78
Not eligible for employer-provided health plan ........ 15 14 15
Eligibility for employer-provided health plan unknown .............c.ccociiiiiiiincnns 7 7 7
Eligible for employer-provided health plan (percent distribution) ............c.ccccoceevienne 100 100 100
Receive health coverage from any source .............ccccceevvvenns 94 94 94
Receive coverage from employer ........c.ccooceiiieiiiniieenieiee e 84 87 80
Receive coverage from spouse’s or other family member’s plan ..............cccocceee 8 5 13
Receive coverage from some 0ther SOUICE............ccooviiiiiieiiiiiiiiie et s 2 2 2
Not covered by any health plan ... 6 6 6
Not eligible for employer-provided health plan (percent distribution) 100 100 100
Receive health coverage from source other than employer 39 34 45
Not covered by any health plan ..o 61 66 55
Source: Current Population Survey, February 1997.
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insurance participation among full-time, private-sector, non-
agricultural workers are 3 to 8 percentage points higher than
estimates derived from the cps. As shown in table 3, thisis
true regardless of whether workers are in a union, are em-
ployed in goods-producing or service-producing industries,
or are in white-collar, blue-collar, or service occupations.'’
Among State and local government employees, the pattern
holdsfor nonunion workers, with the ess showing 86-percent
participation and the crs 83 percent. Among government work-
ers in unions, however, the crs estimate of 93 percent was
higher than the ess estimate of 87 percent. One reason for the
generally higher ratesfrom theess may betheinclusioninthe
EBs participation measure of workers who have not yet satis-
fied their employers' length-of-service requirements needed
prior to enrolling in their health insurance plan. In the cps,
such workers may not describe themselves as being covered
by an employer-provided health plan.

Industry and occupation. Theessand cps both provideinfor-
mation on participation in employee benefit plans by industry

ISl crs estimates of the percent of full-time, private-
sector, nonagricultural wage and salary workers
participating in employer-provided health plans,
by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin,

February 1997
Age and sex Total White Black H'S'_Ja_”'c
origin
Both sexes

Total, 16 years and older ....... 66 67 63 50
16to 19 years............ 26 26 19 21
20to 24 years..... 50 51 46 35
25 years and older . 69 70 66 54

25to 34 years ... 66 67 61 52

3510 44 years ... 70 71 68 53

45 to 54 years ... 71 72 70 56

55to 64 years ...... 72 72 74 63

65 years and older ............. 55 55 — —
Men.

Total, 16 years and older ....... 69 70 63 51
16 to 19 years 27 28 22 23
20t0 24 years .....ccceceveeeennnn 49 50 42 31
25 years and older ............... 72 73 66 55

25to0 34 years ... 68 68 62 53

35to 44 years ... 74 75 68 54

4510 54 years ... 75 76 71 60

55to0 64 years....... 74 75 73 67

65 years and older ............. 59 57 —
Women

Total, 16 years and older ....... 63 63 63 49
16to 19 years............ 23 24 16 16
20to 24 years..... 51 51 51 41
25 years and older . 65 65 65 52

2510 34 years... 63 64 60 51
35t0 44 years ... 65 65 68 53
45 to 54 years ... 66 65 69 50
55to 64 years...... 69 69 74 57
65 years and older ............. 50 51 —
Note: Dash indicates fewer than 75,000 workers.
Source:  Current Population Survey, February 1997.
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IS crs and ess estimates of the percent of full-time,
nonagricultural wage and salary workers in the
private sector and in State and local
government receiving employer-provided
health coverage, selected years

State and local
Private sector government
Worker category
CPS EBS CPS EBS
1995 | 1997 |1994-95 {1995 | 1997 | 1994
Total ..o 66 66 71 87 88 87

White-collar occupations 72 72 76 — — 87

Blue-collar occupations .., 65 65 73 — — 89

Service occupations ....... 38 40 46 — — 84

Goods-producing

industries .................... 73 73 7 — — 97

Service-producing

industries .................... 63 63 68 — — 87
Union 84 84 87 93 93 87
Nonunion 64 64 68 83 83 86

Note: Dash indicates data are not available.

Source: Current Population Survey, February 1995 and 1997; Employee

Benefits Survey, 1994 and 1995.

and occupation. Because the size of the crs sampleis consid-
erably larger than that of the ess, researchers using the cpes can
calculate estimates for more detailed industries and occupa-
tionsthan is possible by using the es.*®

cps estimates in table 4 show that participation in an em-
ployer-provided health plan was much more common among
full-time State and local government employees (88 percent)
than among private-sector employees (66 percent). Withinthe
major industry categoriesin the private sector, workersin min-
ing and manufacturing were the most likely to participate in
an employer-provided health plan, with at least 8 in 10 em-
ployeesenrolled. High coverage in communications and pub-
lic utilities (86 percent) drove up the overall ratefor thetrans-
portation and public utilitiesindustry. Workersin agriculture
(34 percent), construction (43 percent), and retail trade (49
percent) were the least likely to participate in an employer-
provided health plan. Withinretail trade, the participation rate
for full-timeworkersin eating and drinking places, at 28 per-
cent, was especially low. By comparison, 57 percent of full-
time workersin other retail industries received health insur-
ance from their employer.

Invirtually every industry shown in the table, workersin
unions had higher coverage rates than nonunion workers. As
indicated in the following tabul ation, ess estimates show that
union workers have higher participation rates in employer-
provided health insurance plans than nonunion workers have,
both in medium and large establishments and in small estab-
lishments (the union-nonunion differencein participation rates,
however, isgreater in small establishments):°



IELR‘M crs estimates of the percent of full-time wage and salary workers participating in employer-provided health
plans, by industry and union membership status, February 1997
Percent of employed participating in employer-
Percent of provided health plan
Industry Total employed employed
(thousands) who are union Not a union
members Total Union member member
Total, 16 years and older ..........c.cccoovereeniennens 92,707 16 70 88 66
Private Sector ............ccoccevvennne 76,093 11 66 83 64
Agriculture ... 1,414 3 34 — 34
Nonagricultural industries .. 74,680 11 66 84 64
Mining ....coevviiiiiiinns 571 5 83 — 82
Construction ... 4,412 17 43 59 39
Manufacturing .. 18,347 17 80 92 77
Durable goods ...... 11,244 19 81 93 78
Nondurable goods ...... 7,104 14 78 90 76
Transportation and public . 5,922 26 77 89 72
Transportation ...........c.cceeeeverceennenns 3,486 26 70 84 66
Communications and other public utilities . 2,436 27 86 97 82
Wholesale trade...........cccccvveveeeeeeeeeeeennes 4,140 7 72 — 71
Retail trade .........c..cccoeueens 11,792 7 49 78 47
Eating and drinking places .. 3,099 2 28 — 27
Other retail trade ...........cccuue...... 8,693 9 57 80 54
Finance, insurance, and real estate . 5,625 3 73 — 73
SerVICES ..o 23,869 6 63 76 62
Private households 344 1 10 — 10
Other services ........ccccveviinene 23,525 6 64 76 63
Business, auto, and repair services .. 5,646 3 55 — 54
Personal services, except households ................. 2,207 5 50 — 50
Entertainment and recreation ..............c.coeeveninene 915 4 59 — 59
Professional services ......... 14,728 8 70 78 69
HOSPItalS ....ooeeveeiieieieeseee 3,646 11 78 82 78
Health services, except hospitals . 4,092 5 59 — 59
Educational services ................ 1,594 19 79 89 77
Social services ............... 1,463 3 52 — 52
Other professional services ... 3,933 4 77 — 77
Governmentworkers ............. 16,613 42 87 94 82
Federal ................. 3,366 31 84 97 78
State and local’................ccooeiiiiiii 13,247 45 88 93 83
Estimates shown in this table for union and nonunion workers combined ~ sample weights and therefore may differ slightly from estimates shown in other
may differ slightly from estimates shown in other tables for full-time wage and  tables in this article that were tabulated using full-sample weights.
salary workers because of differences in the way survey responses are
weighted. Questions on union membership are asked of approximately one- Note: Dash indicates fewer than 300,000 workers.
quarter of the CPS sample each month, whereas most other questions are
asked of the full sample. Estimates in the table were tabulated using quarter- Source: Current Population Survey, February 1997.

Percent
Union Nonunion
Medium and large establishments ... 85 74
Small establishments .......c.cccccueuveee. 94 64

Table 5 showshealth plan participation rates estimated from
the cps for full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural workers,
by occupation. Eight in 10 professionals and nearly as many
managers were covered by employer-provided health insur-
ance in 1997. Coverage was a so relatively high among tech-
nicians (73 percent) and workersin administrative support oc-
cupations (69 percent). About two-thirds of persons employed
in precision production and operator occupations were cov-
ered. Participation was lowest in service occupations (40 per-
cent) and in farming and related jobs (35 percent).

Detailed provisions of health plans. Establishments respond-
ing to the s are asked to provide brochures that describe the
detailed provisions of their employee benefit plans. ess data

on these plans and their provisions are available from avariety
of BLs publications® It would be nearly impossible to collect
this type of information in the crs, because most respondents
would not know the answersto many of the specific questionson
the details of their plans, and they would be unlikely to have
brochuresto provideto cps interviewers.

Health care plans offered by employers can be categorized
into three types, based on the method of selecting medical serv-
iceprovidersand paying for care: traditiona fee-for-serviceplans,
preferred provider organizations (pro’s), and health maintenance
organizations (Hvmo's). Despite the growth in aternative hedth
plans, thetraditional fee-for-service plan remainsthe most com-
mon. About 33 percent of full-timeworkersin 199495 partici-
pated in a fee-for-service plan, compared with 22 percent in a
pro and 18 percent in an Hvo. Table 6 shows the distribution of
types of plans, by major industry and occupation group. (See
box, p. 10, for amore detailed description of the three types of
health care plans.)

Theess a so providesinformation on the percentage of work-
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erscovered by dental, vision, and prescription drug benefits. As
the following tabulation shows, nearly half of full-time civilian
employees in 199495 received dental care benefits from their
employer, one-fifth received vision care benefits, and 70 percent
received prescription drug benefits:

Percent
Medical Dental Vision Drug

Total, al civilianworkers... 73 45 20 70

Private:
Medium and large
establishments.............. 77 57 24 74
Small establishments....... 66 28 10 60
State and local
government ..........cccceeeee. 87 62 35 86

The extent of coverage differed in each of the three Employee
Benefits Surveys (of medium and large establishments, small
establishments, and State and local government), but, regard-
less of which survey isconsidered, prescription drug coverage
isthe most common benefit and vision care the least common.

The following are other types of ess information that are
published regularly :

* thekinds of specific medical, surgical, psychiatric, and
dental procedures the plan will cover;

¢ theamount of any premiums, deductibles, copayments,
or coinsurance that plan participants must pay;

¢ the maximum out-of-pocket expensesthat plan partici-

pants may incur for procedures,

¢ the maximum lifetime benefits the plan will pay for a
participant’s medical expenses,

¢ the proceduresthat plan participants must follow to ob-
tain second surgical opinions, reimbursement for emer-
gency treatment, and so forth.

When the BLs National Compensation Survey is fully de-
veloped, the sample design, data collection, and processing
procedures used to estimate parti cipation in employee benefit
plans will be linked to measures of employer costs for ben-
efits. These cost measures currently are published by the Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics in the series titled “Employer Costs
for Employee Compensation.” Employer costsfor health ben-
efitsaccounted for 21 percent of the cost of benefitsfor civil-
ian workersin 1999.%

Retirement benefits

cpsdata on retirement benefits. The cps questions on partici-
pation in retirement plans changed at |east slightly each year
they were asked during the 1972-93 period, complicating his-
torical comparisons of the estimates. Despite these changes,
the proportion of full-timewage and salary workersin the pri-
vate sector who participated in empl oyer-sponsored retirement
plans remained within anarrow range around 50 percent dur-
ing the 197293 period.

The April 1993 cps included two questions designed pri-
marily to determine whether an employee participated in an

I [SRSMll crs estimates of the number and percent of full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage and salary
workers participating in employer-provided health plans, by occupation, February 1997
[Numbers in thousands]
Eligible for employer Participating in employer
health plan health plan
i Total
Oecupation employed Percentof | Percent of
Number Percent Number total total
employed eligible
Total, 16 years and older .............c.covveoveicniinnns 74,677 58,700 79 49,421 66 84
Managerial and professional specialty ...... 20,867 18,276 88 16,022 77 88
Executive, administrative, and managerial .. 11,706 10,066 86 8,717 74 87
Professional specialty ...........ccccccoeeiiinnnnn. 9,161 8,210 90 7,305 80 89
Technical, sales, and administrative support. 21,914 17,802 81 14,599 67 82
Technicians and related support ............. 2,934 2,546 87 2,153 73 85
Sales 0ccupations ..........cccceeirvinenne 8,522 6,469 76 5,209 61 81
Administrative support, including clerical 10,458 8,787 84 7,236 69 82
Service occupations . 7,362 4,131 56 2,947 40 71
Private household ... 266 35 13 22 8 —
Protective service ........... 538 337 63 241 45 72
Other service occupations .................. 6,558 3,759 57 2,683 41 71
Precision production, craft, and repair .. 10,310 7,651 74 6,637 64 87
Operators, fabricators, and laborers ................. 13,928 10,706 77 9,113 65 85
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors . . 7,145 5,851 82 5,013 70 86
Transportation and material Moving .........c.ccccevvieienens 3,710 2,777 75 2,403 65 87
Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, and laborers ... 3,074 2,078 68 1,696 55 82
Farming, forestry, and fishing .............cccooiiiiiciicnn 296 134 45 104 35 78
Note: Dash indicates fewer than 75,000 workers. Source:  Current Population Survey, February 1997.
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Fee-for-service plans allow patients to choose their own
health care providers. The plan reimburses the worker or
health care provider after services are received. Benefits
are typically subject to major medical limitations, includ-
ing deductibles, coinsurance, out-of-pocket expense limits,
and maximum allowances.

In apreferred provider organization (pro), participants
are covered for medical services at a higher rate of reim-
bursement if they receive care from designated hospitals,
physicians, laboratories, or dentists. Individuals may also
choose their own provider, although usually at alower rate

Types of health care plans measured in the Employee Benefits Survey

of reimbursement. As in fee-for-service plans, with rro’s,
benefits are typically subject to limitations, including
deductibles, coinsurance, out-of-pocket expenselimits, and
maximum allowances that apply to many or all services.
Health maintenance organizations (Hmo's) provide afixed
set of medical benefitsfor aprepaid fee. Most medical services
either are covered in full or require patients to pay a nominal
copayment, but generally restrict enrollees to specific provid-
ers. Therearetwo typesof Hmo: group/staff arrangements, with
services provided in central facilities, and individua practice
associations, with providersworking from their own offices.

employer-provided retirement plan:

1. Now I'd liketo ask about retirement benefits on your
job—not government programs like Social Security,
but employer-sponsored plans. Thisincludes regular
pensions. It also includes other planswhere money is
accumulated in anindividual account for retirement—
likethrift, savings, profit-sharing, or stock plans. First,
does your employer or union have any such pension
or retirement plan for anyone in your company or
organization?

Yes
No
Don’'t know

(Goto 2)

00O

2. Areyouincluded in such aplan?

Yes @)
No @)
Don’t know )

Personswho responded affirmatively to both questionsare
counted as participating in an employer-provided retirement
plan. Persons who did not say “yes’ to both questions still
could be counted as having retirement coverage if they re-
sponded affirmatively to the following question, asked later
in the supplement about participation in atax-deferred retire-
ment plan:

Some retirement plans allow workersto make tax-deferred
contributions to the plan. For example, you might choose
to have your employer put part of your salary into aretire-
ment account, and then you don’t pay income taxes on this
money until you takeit out or retire. These plansare called
by different names, including 401(k) plans, pre-tax plans,
salary reduction plans, and 403(b) plans. Do you partici-
patein aplan likethis?

Yes O
No O
Don’t know O

Itisnot clear why some respondentswould answer “no” to
either of the two main questions on retirement coverage and
subsequently answer “yes’ to the question on participationin
atax-deferred retirement plan. Neverthel ess, somerespondents
did, and they are counted as participating in an employer-pro-
vided retirement plan.?? The May 1983 and 1988 supplements
included similar questions on participation in tax-deferred re-
tirement plans. The May 1979 supplement did not include such
aquestion, because tax-deferred retirement plans were a new
phenomenon at that time, just having been permitted under
Federal law with the passage of the Revenue Act of 1978.

In the February 1995 and 1997 cps supplements on work-
ersin contingent and alternative work arrangements, the two
main questions on retirement benefits were similar, although
considerably more brief, than those asked in the April 1993
supplement:

1. Does(fill in employer’s name) offer apension or
retirement plan to any of its employees?

Yes S
No S

(Goto 2)

2. Areyouincludedinthisplan?

Yes S
No S

An affirmative response to both questions resulted in the
worker being counted as participating in an employer-spon-
sored retirement plan. The February cps supplements did not
include any follow-up questions specifically about participa-
tion in tax-deferred retirement plans. Despite the seemingly
substantial differencesinthe questionsasked in 1995 and 1997
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IEL] NS =55 estimates of the percent of full-time, nonagricultural employees participating in employer-provided health plans,
by type of plan, 1994-95
Health Preferred
Characteristic Total Fee for maintenance provider
service organization organization
Total, private sector and State and local government,

1994095 L. 73 33 18 22
White-collar 0CCUPALIONS ........c.cciiieriiiiiieiieeee e 78 32 21 24
Blue-collar occupations ... 74 38 15 20
SErVICEe OCCUPALIONS ..cuvviiuiiiiiiieiie ettt 54 21 13 18
(8131 (o] o I TSP P PSPPSR 87 42 21 22
NONUNION L. 70 30 17 22
Goods-producing industries 77 39 17 21
Service-producing industries 72 30 19 22

Private sector, 1994—95 ..ottt 71 32 17 21
White-collar 0CCUPAtIONS ..........ceiviiiiieiiiiieie e 76 32 20 23
Blue-collar occupations ... 73 39 14 19
SErviCe OCCUPALIONS .....viiiiieiieiieenieeeieesiee ettt et 46 18 11 17
UNHON et 87 49 16 21
NONUNION L. 68 30 17 21
G00ds-producing INAUSEIIES .......cceiieieiiiiiieie e 77 39 17 20
Service-producing INAUSEIIES ........cocueiiiiiiiiiieiieeee s 68 29 17 21
Medium and large establishments, 1995 ...........cccccocienierniennnen. 77 28 21 26
Small establishments, 1994 ............ccccociviviiiiiiiiic 66 36 13 16

State and local government, 1994 ............cccoooiviiiiiiiiiiieie s 87 33 26 26
White-collar OCCUPALIONS .......cc.eeeiuiiiiieriie e 87 34 26 26
Blue-collar occupations ... 89 26 27 34
SErViCe OCCUPALIONS ....vviiiiiiiieeiiiiieeiireeesiteee e e eree e e seare e e e sbeeeeennes 84 35 23 23
UNHON et 87 31 30 22
Nonunion 86 35 21 30
G00ds-producing INAUSEIIES ........c.eereiiriiiiie e 97 34 12 51
Service-producing industries 87 33 26 26

Note: Sums of percentages participating in each type of health plan do  large establishments are those with 100 or more workers. Small establishments
not equal total because about 1 percent of full-time workers are covered by  have fewer than 100 workers.

other plans, primarily exclusive-provider organizations, which are groups of

hospitals and physicians that contract to provide medical services. Medium and Source: Employee Benefits Survey, 1994 and 1995.

compared with those asked in 1993, there waslittle difference
in the estimated proportion of employed private, nonagricul-
tural wage and salary workers participating in employer-pro-
vided retirement plans, as shown in the following tabul ation:

Percent
1993 1995 1997
Total employed ................. 44 42 43
Full time.......ccoceeveevvenne 51 49 50
Part time......coevvevevennenen. 13 12 13

s data on retirement plans.  Information gathered from em-
ployersinthe 199495 ess showsthat 66 percent of all full-time
workersin privateindustry and State and local government par-
ticipate in employer-sponsored retirement plans. Participation
among government workersis higher (95 percent) than thosein

12 Monthly Labor Review March 2000

private industry (60 percent).

cpsand ees estimates of retirement plan coverage. cps estimates
of participation in retirement plans are considerably lower than
estimates derived from the ess. Among full-time workers, the
gap in estimates between the two surveysis 10 or more percent-
age points, regardless of whether the workers are union or non-
union, ingoods-producing or service-producing industries, or in
white-collar, blue-collar, or service occupations. (See table 7.)
Furthermore, the gap in retirement coverage between the sur-
veysislarger than that found for health coverage.

There also arelarge differences between the surveysin the
estimated retirement plan participation ratesfor workersin State
and local governments. According to the cps, 86 percent of
full-time State and local government employees participated
in an employer-provided retirement plan in 1995, and 87 per-



Table 7. cps and ess estimates of the percent of full-time, nonagricultural wage and salary workers participating
in employer-provided retirement plans, selected years

Private sector

State and local government

Worker category
CPS

EBS CPS

1994-95 1995 1997

Total
White-collar occupations ...
Blue-collar occupations
Service occupations

Goods-producing industries
Service-producing industries

UNION ot 75 73 86 92 93 93
NONUNION ..ottt 44 46 56 82 82 96
Note: Dash indicates data are not available.
Source:  Current Population Survey, February 1995 and 1997; Employee Benefits Survey, 1994 and 1995.

cent participated in 1997. By comparison, the participation
rate estimated from the 1994 ess was 95 percent. Among union-
ized workers, however, there was essentially no difference:
both the crs and the ess show that about 93 percent of union-
ized State and local government employees participated in a
retirement plan. Among nonunion public-sector workers, 82
percent participated in a plan according to the cps, compared
with 96 percent according to the ess.

It isdifficult to explain why the cps estimates of retirement
plan coverage systematically tend to be lower than those de-
rived from theeas. It alsoisnot clear why the gap between the
surveys is larger for retirement benefits than for health ben-
efits. If one assumes that the ess estimates are closer to the
true coverage ratesthat exist in the workforce, then it may be
that the underestimates from the crs result from some respond-
ents' lack of knowledge about their own benefits coverage or
the benefits coverage of other household residents for whom
they responded. More respondents may be ableto answer ques-
tions correctly about health coverage than about retirement
coverage because health benefits presumably are used more
frequently by a larger number of cps respondents. Unless a
worker expectsto retire in the fairly near future and thus may
think about or discuss retirement issues frequently, many cps
respondents may know little, if anything, about the worker’s
participation in an employer-provided retirement plan. Fur-
thermore, as with health care, the ess participation measure
includes workers who have not yet satisfied their employer’s
length-of-service requirement for participation in the retire-
ment plan. These reasonsfor the gap in estimates between the
cps and ess are speculative, but regardless of the reason, re-
searchers, policymakers, and other users of the data should be
aware that the estimated coverage rates from the ess are con-
siderably higher than those from the cps.

Demographic dataonretirement coverage. Asshownintable
8, retirement plan participation rates estimated from the cps
arelow for full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage and
salary workers aged 16 to 19 and 20 to 24. Participation rates

then rise with age for men and women, until peaking at 60

percent among workers aged 45 to 54 and 55 to 64. Full-time

workers aged 65 and older are only about two-thirds aslikely

as45- to 54-year-olds and 55- to 64-year-oldsto participatein
aretirement plan. Overall, men are slightly more likely than

women to participatein aplan, although the gap has narrowed

considerably since the early 1970s, as the participation rate

for men edged down slightly whilethe rate for women rose by

10 percentage points. The gap between men’s and women's
retirement plan participation ratesis considerably larger among

workersaged 45 and older than it isamong workersin younger

age groups. Whitesare dightly more likely than blacksto par-

ticipatein aretirement plan, and both groups are considerably

more likely than Hispanics to participate.

Industry and occupation. Thecps dataintable9 show that full-

time workers in manufacturing and in finance, insurance, and

real estate had the highest retirement plan participation rate (62
percent) among the mgjor private, nonagricultural industriesin
1997. The participation rate for workers in transportation and
public utilities (61 percent) was aso high, athough therewas a
sizable gap in rates between full-time workers in transportation
(49 percent) and those in communications and public utilities
(77 percent). Full-time workers in retail trade (31 percent)
and construction (29 percent) had the lowest retirement plan
participation ratesin the private, nonagricultural sector. Work-
ersin thoseindustries were about 3 times aslikely as agricul-

tural workers were to participate in a plan. Full-time workers

in government were considerably morelikely thanthosein the
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private sector to participate in aretirement plan. The rate for
Federal employees was 88 percent in 1997, while 87 percent
of Stateand local government workers participatedin aretire-
ment plan.z

Table 10 showsretirement plan participation rates estimated
fromthecpsfor full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural work-
ers, by occupation. Sixty-five percent of workers in profes-
sional specialty occupations participated in aretirement plan,
asdid 60 percent of workersin executive, administrative, and
managerial occupations. Fifty-nine percent of techniciansand
related support workers and 54 percent of administrative sup-
port workers (including clerical workers) participated in aplan.
Just under half of full-time sales workers; operators, fabrica-
tors, and laborers; and precision production, craft, and repair
workers participated in aplan. Lessthan aquarter of workers
in service occupations had retirement plan coverage.

Characteristics of retirement plans. In addition to the ques-
tionsused to determine whether workers participated in retire-
ment plans, the May 1988 and April 1993 crs supplements
included questions about the characteristics of those plans.?

ISR crs estimates of the percent of full-time, private-

sector, nonagricultural wage and salary workers
participating in employer-provided retirement
plans, by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin,
February 1997
. Hispanic
Age and sex Total White Black origin
Both sexes
Total, 16 years and older ........... 50 51 45 28
16to19years.....ccccenveninnnnen. 11 11 8 7
20t0 24 years ......ccccvevevcnneene 22 22 21 14
25 years and older . 54 55 49 32
25to 34 years...... . 46 47 40 27
3510 44 years .. 57 58 53 34
45 to 54 years .. 60 61 56 36
55to 64 years..... . 60 60 58 36
65 years and older ................. 40 41 — —
Men
Total, 16 years and older ........... 51 52 46 28
16 to 19 years.... . 13 12 — 10
20to 24 years.... 21 22 20 13
25 years and older . 55 56 50 31
25to 34 years...... . 46 47 42 26
35 to 44 years .. 58 59 53 32
45 to 54 years .. 63 64 56 37
55to 64 years..... . 62 64 59 37
65 years and older ................. 43 43 — —
Women
Total, 16 years and older ........... 48 49 45 29
16t0 19 years . .....cocceeevcieveennns 9 9 6 0
20 to 24 years..... 22 23 22 17
25 years and older . 52 53 49 33
25to 34 years...... . 46 47 38 29
3510 44 years .. 55 55 54 37
45 to 54 years .. 56 56 55 33
55to 64 years..... . 56 55 58 34
65 years and older ................. 35 37 — —
Note: Dash indicates fewer than 75,000 workers.
Source: Current Population Survey, February 1997.
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ICLICRM  crs estimates of the percent of full-time wage
and salary workers participating in employer-
provided retirement plans, by industry and
union membership status, February 1997

Industry Total Union | Not a union
member| member
Total, 16 years and older ........ 55 82 50
Private sector . 49 73 46
Agriculture ...... 11 — 10
Nonagricultural industries 49 73 46
Mining .....ccccoe..e. 58 — 58
Construction ... 29 58 23
Manufacturing ... 62 79 59
Durable goods ... 64 82 59
Nondurable goods ... 61 72 59
Transportation and public utilities . 61 84 52
Transportation ...........cccccceveeennene 49 76 40
Communications and other
public utilities ..........c.ccocevennne 77 95 71
Wholesale trade 51 — 49
Retail trade ...........c.cccevvennne 31 64 29
Eating and drinking places ........ 10 — 10
Otherretail trade ........................ 39 67 36
Finance, insurance, and real
estate 62 — 62
Services 45 66 44
Private households .................... 1 — 1
Other services ........c.ccooeevnieennne, 46 66 45
Business, auto, and repair
SEIVICES ...cvviiiiiiciiiici 33 — 33
Personal services, except
private households ............... 24 — 24
Entertainment and recreation
SEIVICES ...cvviiiiiiiicieiii 26 — 25
Professional services 56 76 54
Hospitals .......cccoevvriiiennens 72 72 72
Health services, except
hospitals ................ 42 — 41
Educational services 74 95 69
Social services 26 — 24
Other professional services 60 — 60
Government Workers ...........ccoccceeenee 87 93 83
Federal ........... 88 95 85
State and loc 87 93 82
! Estimates shown in this table for union and nonunion workers combined
may differ slightly from estimates shown in other tables for full-time wage and
salary workers because of differences in the way survey responses are
weighted. Questions on union membership are asked of approximately one-
quarter of the cPS sample each month, whereas most other questions are
asked of the full sample. Estimates in this table were tabulated using quarter-
sample weights and therefore may differ slightly from estimates shown in other
tables in this article that were tabulated using full-sample weights.
Note: Dash indicates fewer than 300,000 workers.
Source:  Current Population Survey, February 1997.

Onekey feature of retirement plansisthetype of plan. Broadly
speaking, there aretwo types of retirement plans: defined-ben-
efit and defined-contribution plans. Defined-benefit plansle-
gally obligate employersto pay retireesan annuity that isbased
on aspecified formula. Thesize of the benefit usually depends
on the retiree’s preretirement salary and number of years of
service with the employer. The employer is responsible for
making contributionsto the pension fund, investing thefund's
assets, and paying benefits. The employer also bearstherisk if
investments perform poorly.

Defined-contribution plans typicaly specify how much an



employer hasagreed to contributeto each employed participant’s
individual account, but do not stipulate the amount of benefits
that will be paid during retirement.” Many defined-contribu-
tion plans al so permit employeesto contribute to their accounts,
often on atax-deferred basis. The size of the benefit each par-
ticipant receives during retirement depends on the amount the
employer and empl oyee contributed to the plan and the invest-
ment earnings on the contributions. There are several types of
defined-contribution plans, including tax-deferred 401(k),
403(b), and Section 457 plans, which are named after the sec-
tionsof theU.S. Internal Revenue Codethat permit them to be
established. Other types of defined-contribution plansinclude
deferred profit-sharing plans, money purchase pension plans,
employee stock ownership plans, and stock bonus plans.

EBs estimates of retirement plan coverage show that 42 per-
cent of full-time workers are covered by a defined-benefit plan,
compared with 39 percent by a defined-contribution plan. Fif-
teen percent participate in both types of plans. Nearly all State
and local government workerswith retirement coverage partici-
pate in a defined-benefit plan. Unionized workersin the private
sector are much more likely to participate in a defined-benefit
plan than in a defined-contribution plan. (Seetable 11.)

There is some doubt concerning whether respondents to
household surveys such asthe crs are ableto provideinforma-
tion on the types of retirement plansthey participate in as accu-
rately asrespondentsto establishment surveys. A look at the data
suggests that ces responses in this regard are not without prob-
lems. In the April 1993 cps, 53 percent of private-sector retire-
ment plan participants (full and part time combined) reported
that they were participating in adefined-benefit plan, 46 percent
responded that they werein an “individual account” or defined-
contribution plan, 7 percent said that they participated in some
“other” type of plan, and 12 percent did not know the type of
plan they werein. (The sum of these percentagesis greater than
100, because some workers participate in more than one type of
plan.) By comparison, estimates from the ess show that 55 per-
cent of private-sector retirement plan participants in 1994-95
were in adefined-benefit plan, afigure similar to the 53 percent
estimated from the A pril 1993 crs. For defined-contribution plans,
however, estimates from the two surveys differ widely. Accord-
ing to the ess, 73 percent of private-sector retirement plan par-
ticipants were in a defined-contribution plan, a considerably
higher proportion than the crs estimate (46 percent).

The large discrepancy in the estimated proportions par-
ticipating in defined-contribution retirement planssignalsone
problem with the crs responses, but there al so are several other
problems. First, under Internal Revenue Service regulations,
all retirement plans are either defined-benefit or defined-con-
tribution plans; thereisno “ other” plantype. Theimplausible
“other” responses, along with the proportion of participants
who did not know the type of plan they were in, compose
nearly afifth of the cps respondents who participated in em-
ployer-provided retirement plansin April 1993. These prob-

lems raise doubts about the reliability of cps information on
thetypesof retirement plansin which workersparticipate. Some
cps respondents may not have sufficient knowledge of employee
benefit plans and terminology to provide detailed information
about their provisions. And the problem may be more acute
with proxy responses.

Using brochures obtained from establishments, the ees as-
certainsavariety of detailsabout retirement plans. Thisinfor-
mation isnearly impossibleto obtain in the crs. Ess dataon the
details of these plans are available from avariety of BLS pub-
lications.? Among such details are the following:

¢ ageand service eligibility requirements for retirement

o formulasused to determinethe paymentsretireesreceive
from defined-benefit plans

* how defined-benefit plan paymentsare coordinated with
Social Security payments

o eligibility and benefit levelsfor disability retirement

e paymentsto survivors after the employee’s or retiree’s
death

e increasesin postretirement benefits

o gpecific typesof defined-contribution plans, such assav-
ings and thrift, deferred profit-sharing, or stock plans

« methods used to determine the amount of employer con-
tributions to defined-contribution plans

o vesting schedulesthat determine how much employees
can receive from defined-benefit or defined-contribu-
tion plansif they leave the employer before retirement

As described earlier, the BLs National Compensation Survey
that iscurrently being devel oped will link information on plan
participation and characteristics with data on employer costs.
Such cost information currently is provided in the series on
Employer Costs for Employee Compensation.?

Tax-deferred retirement plans.  Despitethe problemswith the
cps data on participation in defined-benefit and defined-con-
tribution retirement plans, the questions in the April 1993
supplement that asked specifically about participation in tax-
deferred retirement plansmay provide useful information. Re-
spondents may know more about these tax-deferred plans be-
cause, unlike determining their participationin many other types
of retirement plans, workers must actively choose whether to
participate in tax-deferred retirement plans and how much to
contribute to them. Workerswho participatein such plansalso
frequently are reminded of their participation because their
pay stubs may indicate the amount deducted from their pay
and invested in the tax-deferred plan. Many plan participants
also receive monthly, quarterly, or annual financial statements
that indicate how much money isin their account, as well as
theamount of contributions and investment performance since
the previous statement. The first four crs questions on tax-
deferred retirement plans read as follows (the first question
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was presented earlier in thisarticle):

1. Someretirement plans allow workers to make tax-de-
ferred contributionsto the plan. For example, you might choose
to have your employer put part of your salary into aretirement
account, and then you don't pay income taxes on this money
until you takeit out or retire. These plansare caled by different
names, including 401(k) plans, pre-tax plans, salary reduction
plans, and 403(b) plans. Do you participate in aplan like this?

Yes o (Goto 3)
No o (Goto 2)
Don't know o

2. Doesyour employer offer you aplan like this?

Yes o (Goto4.)
No @)
Don't know o

3. Approximately what percent of your gross pay will
you contribute to the plan this year?

% o (Goto4.)
Don't know o
Refused @)

4.  If youwereto contribute $100 to thisplan, how much
would your employer contribute?

$

Nothing

Would contribute something,
but don't know how much o

Contribution rate varies o

Don't know o

00

The first question provides information on the number of
workers who participate in tax-deferred retirement plans. As
table 12 shows, 28 percent of full-time, private-sector, nonag-
ricultural wage and salary workers participated in a tax-de-
ferred retirement planin April 1993, according to the cps. The
comparable ess estimate for 1994-95 is 38 percent. As with
the estimates on participation in all types of retirement plans,
the cps estimate for participation in tax-deferred plansis con-
siderably lower than the ess estimate. Again, it is not clear
why this difference occurs, although one could speculate that
employers are better able to provide accurate information on
participation in retirement plansthan areworkersor their proxy
respondents.

In conjunction with the first cps question on tax-deferred
retirement plans, the second question provides information
on the number of workerswho are eligible to participatein a
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plan, regardless of whether they actually contributetoit. To-
gether, these two questions can be used to determine the pro-
portion of eligibleworkerswho chooseto contributeto aplan.
Theeas, by comparison, does not provide adirect measure of
workers who are eligible to participate.?® According to the
cps, 40 percent of full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural
wage and salary workerswere eligible to participatein atax-
deferred retirement plan in April 1993, and of those eligible,
68 percent actually chose to contribute to the plan. Readers
should keep in mind that the cps estimate of eligible workers
may have its flaws, because some respondents—especially
proxies—may not be awarethat aworker iseligiblefor aplan
if he or she does not actually contribute to it. Thus, the crs
may understate eligibility even morethan it appearsto under-
state participation. Nevertheless, it is useful for employers,
public policymakers, and othersto have some measure of how
many workerswho were offered atax-deferred retirement plan
take advantage of the opportunity to invest init.

The third crs question on tax-deferred retirement plans pro-
videsinformation on the percentage of pay that participantscon-
tributed to the plan. Among full-time participantsin April 1993,
only 73 percent responded with the percentage of their pay that
they contributed to the plan; the remaining 27 percent either did
not know the percentage or did not respond. Thereis no way to
verify the accuracy of the responses of participantswho did re-
spond with a percentage, but some undoubtedly are inaccurate,
especialy when obtained from proxies. The ess used to include
aquestion on the average percentage of pay that al participants
in an establishment contributed to their tax-deferred retirement
plan. As with the cps question, the nonresponse rate was high,
and many of the responses that employers provided may not
have been accurate. Apparently, many employersdid not have
theinformation organized in away that would enablethem to
provide an accurate response easily. Because of these prob-
lems, the question was eliminated from the ees.

The fourth crs question on tax-deferred retirement plans
asks whether employers supplement employee contributions
and, if so, the amount of the employer contribution. Asshown
intable 12, 68 percent of full-time plan participantsreceived a
contribution from their employer, according to the April 1993
cps. The estimate from the 199495 ess, by comparison, was
85 percent. Many cps respondents may not be familiar with
the details concerning contributions to a plan from their em-
ployers, whereas the documentation that establishments pro-
vide to ess data collectors usually describesin detail whether
and how much the employer contributesto aplan. Thisdispar-
ity suggests that the ess information on employer contribu-
tions is more accurate than that of the crs.

Linked surveys

Itisclearly beneficial for researchers, policymakers, and oth-
ersto haveinformation on the rel ationship between participa-



LI  crs estimates of the number and percent of
full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage
and salary workers participating in employer-
provided retirement plans, by occupation,
February 1997

[Numbers in thousands]

Participating in
retirement plan
Occupation emToltglled
ploy Number | Percent
Total, 16 years and older ........ 74,677 37,206 50
Managerial and professional
SPECialty ...ooveeiiiiieiee e 20,867 12,959 62
Executive, administrative,
and managerial ...........c.ccoeeenene 11,706 6,999 60
Professional specialty .................... 9,161 5,961 65
Technical, sales,
and administrative support ......... 21,914 11,234 51
Technicians and related support .... 2,934 1,716 59
Sales occupations. ..........cccceevenns 8,522 3,889 46
Administrative support, including
clerical .......ooocvveeeeeeeeeeeeeee, 10,458 5,628 54
Service occupations 7,362 1,696 23
Private household ..... 266 10 4
Protective service ........ 538 148 28
Other service occupations ............. 6,558 1,538 23
Precision production, craft,
and repair ........ccoeeveeneeeneenieee, 10,310 4,876 47
Operators, fabricators,
and laborers ...........ccceeiiiiins 13,928 6,390 46
Machine operators, assemblers,
and iNSPECOrsS ........ccccvveververinnne 7,145 3,515 49
Transportation and material
MOVING e 3,710 1,720 46
Handlers, equipment cleaners,
helpers, and laborers ................. 3,074 1,156 38
Farming, forestry, and fishing............ 296 51 17
Source: Current Population Survey, February 1997.

tion in employee benefit plans and the sex, age, race, marital
status, and other demographic characteristics of workers. De-
mographic information is best obtained from household sur-
veys like the cps. Asthe previous sections have shown, how-
ever, thecpsisnot aswell suited astheess to provide accurate
information on employee benefits. Accordingly, rather than
asking household respondents to provide information on em-
ployee benefits and asking employersto provide demographic
information, it may be preferable to ask each source for the
information that they can provide more accurately. Some re-
searchers have taken such an approach and developed data
sourcesthat combineinformation obtained from both employ-
ers and their workers. The development of these linked em-
ployer-employee data sets has increased in the United States
in recent years, although some other industrialized countries
are more advanced than the United States in that regard. In-
deed, a May 1998 conference on linked employer-employee
data, held in Washington, bc, attracted social scientists and
statisticians from more than 20 countries.®

Linked employer-employee data sets take a variety of
forms. Some involve linking existing household survey data
with existing administrative or survey data from establish-
ments. Other data sets have been designed specifically to col-
lect information from employers as well as employees. The

administrators of such surveys may sample and gather infor-
mation from establishments and subsequently ask questions
of a sample of employees within those establishments. The
1995 BLs Survey of Employer-Provided Training (sert95) was
designed inthisway.* A 1993 survey sponsored by the W. E.
Upjohn Institute for Employment Research used the same ap-
proach to obtain information from employers and workers
regarding on-the-jab training, wages, schooling, experience,
and employee benefits.®

An alternative approach to designing linked surveysisto
sample households and ask the individualsin them to provide
information about themselves, along with the names, addresses,
and telephone numbers of their employers. With the consent
of the employees, data collectors then contact the employers
and gather additional information from them. The sLs National
Longitudinal Surveys (NLs) have used thisapproachin anum-
ber of instances. Recently, information on participation in re-

IELICHNM 55 estimates of the percent of full-time,
nonagricultural employees participating in
employer-provided retirement plans, 1994-95

ioti Defined Defined
Characteristic Total benefit | contribution
Total, private sector and State

and local government,

1994-95 ....ccviiiiiii 66 42 39
White-collar occupations .................... 73 46 44
Blue-collar occupations. . . 62 38 38
Service 0Ccupations .........c.cceeeeveeieeenne a7 35 19
UNioN ..o 89 84 23
NONUNION ... 60 32 42
Goods-producing industries ............... 70 45 48
Service-producing industries .............. 64 41 35

Private sector, 1994-95 ............cccccenee 60 33 44

White-collar occupations .................... 67 35 53

Blue-collar occupations .. 60 35 40
Service occupations 35 21 21
UNioN ..o 86 78 36
Nonunion .. 56 26 46
Goods-producing industries ............... 70 45 48
Service-producing industries .............. 56 28 42
Medium and large establishments,
1995 ... 80 52 55
Small establishments, 1994 42 15 34
State and local government, 1994 ........ 95 91 9
White-collar occupations .............c.cc..... 95 91 9
Blue-collar occupations .. . 95 91 9
Service 0Ccupations .........c.cceeeeveereeenns 93 90 9
UNioN ..o 93 94 4
NONUNION ... 96 88 13
Goods-producing industries ............... 99 80 20
Service-producing industries .............. 95 91 9
Note: Medium and large establishments are those with 100 or more
workers. Small establishments have fewer than 100 workers.
Source: Employee Benefits Survey, 1994-95.
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I L[S Ml crs and ess estimates of the number and percent of full-time, private-sector, nonagricultural wage and salary
workers participating in employer-provided tax-deferred defined-contribution retirement plans, selected years

[Numbers in thousands]

Employee Benefits Survey
Current
Participation in tax-deferred retirement plan Medium and large Small Population_
Total, 1994-95 establishments, establishments, Survey, April
1995 1994 1993
Total EMPIOYEES ......vveiieiiieiieiieee e 69,284 33,374 35,910 68,874
Participate in tax-deferred plans ...........cccooeveveennen. 26,288 18,250 8,038 19,044
With employer contributions ............cccccceeverineenne. 22,261 15,156 7,105 13,044
No employer contributions™..............ccoeeeereieeennnns 4,027 3,094 933 6,000
Do not participate in tax-deferred plans ................. 42,996 15,124 27,872 49,830
Percent of employees ...........cocceevieiieiiienieeneeen, 100 100 100 100
Participate in tax-deferred plans 38 55 22 28
With employer contributions............ 32 45 20 19
No employer contributions®..................... 6 9 3 9
Do not participate in tax-deferred plans 62 45 78 72

1The Current Population Survey estimate of the number of participants in
tax-deferred retirement plans who received no employer contributions includes
participants who explicitly said their accounts received no employer contribu-
tions, as well as those who refused to answer or did not know whether the
employer contributed.

Note: Medium and large establishments are those with 100 or more work-
ers. Small establishments have fewer than 100 workers.

Source: Employee Benefits Survey, 1994 and 1995; Current Population
Survey, April 1993.

tirement plans was collected from respondentsto the nLs Ma-
ture Women's survey, and detailed information about the plans
was subsequently obtained from employers.®

Linked employer-employee data sets have two primary ob-
jectives. One objectiveisto compare how employersand em-
ployees respond to the same questions, thereby providing re-
searchers with insight on the accuracy of responses to their
surveys. A 1983 study, for example, examined two different
linked data setsthat included information from employersand
their workers on the employers’ industries, the workers' oc-
cupations, coverage under a union contract, weekly hours
worked, and wages.*

Another, more common, objective of linked data setsisto
obtain the kinds of information from employers and employ-
ees that each can provide more easily and accurately. Ideally,
the resulting data set could afford more accurate information
without having to ask household or establishment respondents
guestions that they are not well equipped to answer. In addi-
tion to improving accuracy and reducing the burden on re-
spondents—by asking individuals and establishments only
those questionsthey can most easily and accurately answer—
linked data sets al so provide researchers and policymakerswith
insightsinto theinteractions between employersand workers.
Information on these interactions can be useful for investigat-
ing a variety of research questions, such as how employers
and workers negotiate pay rates.** Employer-employeeinter-
actions cannot be measured using traditional household or es-
tablishment data sources alone.

Linked data sets have their advantages over traditional
household and establishment information sources, but they also
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have their problems. For example, successfully linking exist-
ing household and establishment data requires having suffi-
cient information to identify employers from the one survey
with household members from the other, but such identifying
information is not always available or complete. Moreover,
surveysdesigned specifically to collect information from em-
ployers and their workers typically cost more to administer
than traditional surveys, because employers and employees
both must be contacted. Accordingly, response rates often are
lower, because the need to contact both kinds of respondents
increases the probability that sampled establishments or indi-
vidualsmay be unableor unwilling to respond.® Also, aswith
traditional surveys, linked surveys present concerns about the
privacy of participantsand the confidentiality of their responses.
And such concerns are heightened in linked surveys because,
for instance, employees may feel uncomfortable about having
their employers contacted, and employers likewise may not
want their employeesto be contacted.

THIS ARTICLE HAS IDENTIFIED SOME OF THE DIFFICULTIES that are
inherent in collecting detailed information on health and
retirement benefits in the househol d-based Current Popu-
lation Survey. The establishment-based Employee Benefits
Survey provides more accurate information on employee
benefits, but it is not well suited to providing information
on workers' demographic characteristics or, for example,
health insurance that they receive from sources other than
their own employers. If the difficulties with linked surveys
regarding cost, response rates, and confidentiality can be
resolved, such a survey design may enable researchers to



combine the best attributes of household and establishment
data sources to obtain more accurate and useful information
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